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to escape as much as possible the great heat of the day and, if
the distance were not too great, they went on foot. One day, at
six, they set out to walk to Mata, a place that lay six or seven
miles from Matai^a and that was famous for its grottoes. After
two and a half hours they arrived. Their friends were not
expecting them and they began at once to prepare a feast to
celebrate their visit. A sucking pig and two chickens were
killed, and bananas and toros were put to roast with a splendid
octopus that had been taken the same morning.
While the feast was cooking, Gauguin suggested a visit to a
grotto, and he and Tehura set out accompanied by three young
girls and a young man. The entrance to the largest grotto was
near the road, but hidden by guava trees* Inside, when their
eyes had become accustomed to the gloom, they could see
through the clear water the red earth floor of the grotto that
seemed to penetrate the side of the mountain for more than a
hundred yards and that ended in a little amphitheatre. From
the steep sides, roots of trees which had forced their way
through cracks in the rock, hung like giant snakes and seemed
to be drinking at the water.
Gauguin wished to bathe but at first his companions refused,
for the water was known to be cold. At length, however, they
agreed and still wearing their pareus they dived in. Gauguin
called to Tehura to swim with him to the end of the grotto,
but she refused, saying that no one went there and that giant
eels lived in the deeper water. The legends of supernatural
happenings, of spirits that inhabited the mountains, were still
unforgotten by the islanders*
Gauguin struck out alone and swam strongly, but as he
swam the end of the grotto appeared to recede. Ripplings on
the water were exaggerated in the half light until he was able
to imagine that turtles were swimming round him, although
he knew well enough that they were never found in fresh-
water pools. Pride in his ability to swim long distances and a
certain desire to prove that he was not afraid forced him to
continue. Later, a cry from Tehura calling him to come back